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SUPPLEMENTATION OR REPLACEMENT OF 
A NUCLEUS PULPOSUS OF AN 
INTERVERTEBRAL DISC 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATION 

This application is a division of US. patent application Ser. 
No. 11/189,753, ?led Jul. 27, 2005, noW abandoned Which 
claims the bene?t of US. Provisional Patent Application No. 
60/591 ,094, ?led Jul. 27, 2004, the entire disclosures of 
Which are incorporated herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 
The present invention relates to methods and apparatus for 

replacing or supplementing the natural nucleus pulposus of 
an intervertebral disc by using a viscoelastic loW-modulus 
implant through a transosseus approach, and more particu 
larly to methods and apparatus for pressuriZing a viscoelastic 
implant Within the intervertebral disc to achieve an appropri 
ate physiologic state of annulus tension and nucleus pressur 
iZation. 

2. Brief Description of the Prior Art 
Chronic back pain, typically loWer back pain, is experi 

enced by many individuals, and is responsible for much lost 
time at Work and expense for treatment. Such pain is generally 
the result of a pathological condition of an intervertebral disc, 
caused by injury or age-related degeneration. 

Current treatment options for loWer back pain range from 
conservative bed rest to highly invasive surgical procedures 
including spinal fusion and discectomy. Spinal fusion, i.e., 
fusion or immobilization of the vertebrae on each side of the 
afflicted intervertebral disc, is a procedure that offers pain 
relief and an increased stability of the fused segment. Discec 
tomy, i.e., surgical removal of part of the intervertebral disc is 
another surgical option. 

Total disc replacement With a mechanical prosthesis has 
been proposed as another option for relief of back pain, and a 
number of such mechanical prosthesis have been proposed. 

The human intervertebral disc is comprised of tWo major 
structures, an inner gelatinous nucleus pulposus and an outer 
tendinous structure, the annulus ?brosis. Degeneration of the 
nucleus leads to degradation and loss of function of the inter 
vertebral disc, resulting in pain and disability. Consequently, 
another surgical option for the relief of loWer back pain is 
replacement of the nucleus, leaving the annulus intact. Thus, 
the aim of nucleus replacement is to relieve pain, to restore 
healthy physiologic function to the disc, and to prevent addi 
tional Wear on the annulus. 

Normal disc function requires the combined action of the 
nucleus pulposus and annulus ?brosus. Consequently, a 
nucleus implant should preferably tend to restore the normal 
mobility of the disc, restore the disc height and re-create 
healthy disc pressure in order to place the annulus ?bers back 
into their natural state of tension. 

Accordingly, a need exists for a nucleus replacement 
device and a method of implantation that substantially repro 
duces the synergistic interaction betWeen the nucleus and 
annulus, thus restoring the normal mechanical properties and 
mobility of the disc. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the present invention a degenerated nucleus 
pulposus contained Within a central core of an annulus ?bro 
sus of an intervertebral disc can be replaced or supplemented 
by a procedure that includes: 
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1) forming a channel through a vertebral body adjacent to 

the intervertebral disc, the channel extending from an 
exterior surface of the vertebral body to the central core 
of the annulus ?brosus; 

2) introducing an amount of a biocompatible material 
through the channel into the central core of the annulus 
?brosus; 

3) pressuriZing the biocompatible material through the 
channel to a physiologic pressure su?icient to alleviate 
symptoms caused by the degenerated nucleus pulposus; 
and 

4) sealing the channel While maintaining the pressure. 
Accordingly, in one aspect of the present invention a 

method is provided for replacing or supplementing a degen 
erated nucleus pulposus. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a method for 
introducing a biocompatible material into the central core of 
an annulus ?brosus of an intervertebral disc. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a method for 
introducing a hydro gel or other relatively loW-modulus mate 
rial into the central core of an annulus ?brosus of an interver 
tebral disc. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a method for 
introducing a pressuriZed implant into the central core of an 
annulus ?brosus of an intervertebral disc. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a surgical 
approach to the nucleus for implantation of an implant that 
Will prevent damage to the annulus. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a transosseus 
approach to the nucleus through the superior or inferior ver 
tebral bodies. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a method of clos 
ing a channel in the vertebral body that Will compress a 
nucleus replacement into the central core of the annulus ?bro 
sus to ensure complete ?lling of the core. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a replacement or 
supplement for the nucleus of the natural intervertebral disc 
that is designed to Work synergistically With the annulus to 
reproduce normal disc mechanics. 

In another aspect, the invention provides a postsurgical 
con?guration of a replaced or supplemented nucleus pulpo 
sus that can reproduce, at least approximately, the mechanical 
properties of the normal human intervertebral disc. 

In another aspect, the invention provides an implant that 
can improve the function of a degenerated nucleus pulposus 
of an intervertebral disc. 

Additional aspects of the invention Will be apparent from 
the description of the invention that folloWs. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a lateral elevational cross-section of the functional 
spinal motion unit of a human spine, i.e., intervertebral disc 
With superior and inferior vertebrae, illustrating the ?rst step 
in the transosseus approach of the invention, i.e., drilling an 
access path With a guide Wire. 

FIG. 2 is a cross-section of the functional spinal motion 
unit illustrating the second step in the transosseus approach, 
i.e., over-drilling With a cannulated drill bit. 

FIG. 3 is a cross-section of the functional spinal motion 
unit illustrating the third step in the transosseus approach, i.e., 
implantation of the implant through an insertion sheath. 

FIG. 4 is a cross-section of the functional spinal motion 
unit illustrating one embodiment of the third and fourth steps 
in the transosseus approach, i.e., back?lling and pressuriZing 
the loW-modulus material implant With a bone plug and 
screW. 
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FIG. 5 is a transverse cross section of the functional spinal 
motion unit, again illustrating the third and fourth steps in the 
transosseus approach of the invention. 

FIG. 6 is a cross section of the functional spinal motion unit 
illustrating another embodiment of the third and fourth steps 
in the transosseus approach, i.e., back?lling and pressurizing 
the loW modulus implant With a Wedge shaped implant. 

FIG. 7 shoWs the results of a series of ?exion-extension 
tests conducted on a spinal motion segment implanted With a 
prosthesis by the process of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

According to the invention, an implant that supplements or 
replaces the nucleus pulposus of an intervertebral disc is 
implanted by a transosseous approach through an adjacent 
vertebra. 

In a preferred mode the method of the invention includes 
the steps of: 

1) forming a channel through a vertebral body adjacent to 
the intervertebral disc, the channel extending from an 
exterior surface of the vertebral body to the central core 
of the annulus ?brosus; 

2) introducing an amount of a biocompatible material 
through the channel into the central core of the annulus 
?brosus; 

3) pressurizing the biocompatible material through the 
channel to a physiologic pressure su?icient to alleviate 
symptoms caused by the degenerated nucleus pulposus; 
and 

4) sealing the channel While maintaining the pressure. 
In a preferred embodiment of the invention, a relatively 

soft, loW-modulus implant (i.e., having a loW unconstrained 
compression modulus) is inserted and pressurized by a tran 
sosseous approach through an adjacent vertebra. The inven 
tion Will be described beloW in terms of such a preferred 
embodiment; the skilled practitioner Will recognize that the 
transosseous approach of the invention may be utilized to 
insert any appropriate prosthesis for a nucleus pulposus. 

According to a preferred embodiment of the invention, in a 
?rst step, a channel is formed through a vertebra adjacent, i.e., 
immediately superior or inferior, to the intervertebral disc 
into Which an implant is to be inserted. The transvertebral 
channel may be made by any conventional surgical technique 
for drilling through a bony structure such as a vertebra. 

After the channel has been drilled, the surgical site is pre 
pared, if necessary, by removing a portion or all of the natural 
nucleus pulposus. Such removal may be accomplished by 
conventional surgical techniques. Thereafter, an amount of a 
biocompatible material, preferably a relatively loW-modulus 
material, is inserted through the transvertebral channel su?i 
cient to ?ll the central core of the intervertebral disc and 
provide the necessary disc height and intervertebral disc pres 
sure required to at least approximate the function of the natu 
ral intervertebral disc. 
A preferred embodiment of a biocompatible material suit 

able for replacement or supplementation of a nucleus pulpo 
sus is a solid, substantially fully hydrated hydrogel as dis 
closed in copending US. patent application Ser. No. 11/134, 
309 by Vresilovic et al., ?led May 23, 2005, the entire 
disclosure of Which is incorporated herein by reference. 
Another preferred biocompatible material for use in the 
method of the invention is a ther'mogelling polymer that can 
be injected in a relatively ?uid state to ?ll the cavity of a 
removed or degenerated nucleus pulposus and then transi 
tions to a solid gel at body temperature, as disclosed in 
copending US. patent application Ser. No. 10/837,082, by 
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4 
LoWman et al., ?led Apr. 30, 2004, the entire disclosure of 
Which is incorporated herein by reference. Both of these 
materials can be used in the method of the invention to pro 
vide a prosthesis that replaces or supplements a natural 
nucleus pulposus and establishes a substantially physiologic 
pressure state Within the intervertebral disc. Such biocompat 
ible materials can replace or supplement a nucleus pulposus 
by substantially ?lling void volume in the nucleus region of 
an intervertebral disc independently of natural variations in 
the anatomy of a patient and can be precisely pressurized by 
the method of the invention using sealing member as 
described herein. 

Further embodiments of biocompatible materials that can 
be delivered and pressurized by the method of the invention 
include materials that can serve as scaffolds for tissue engi 

neered constructs, and can incorporate cells, groWth factors 
and other biologic materials that can promote the regenera 
tion of intervertebral disc structures such as the nucleus, 
annulus or vertebral endplate. Certain conventional materials 
usable for such constructs materials may be suf?ciently ?uid 
to be capable of implantation by the method of the invention, 
and may therefore be capable of being implanted While avoid 
ing damage to the annulus ?brosus and minimizing the pos 
sibility of subsequent expulsion. Furthermore, inasmuch as in 
vitro studies by Liu et al., Spine 2001 , Vol. 26, p. 134; Handa 
et al., Spine 1997, Vol. 22, p. 1085; and Gruber et al., Spine 
2003, Vol. 28 (2), p. 186; the entire disclosures ofWhich are 
incorporated herein by reference, have shoWn the sensitivity 
of disc cell function to pressure, the method of the invention 
can provide a procedure for the delivery of biologic func 
tional prostheses While minimizing the danger of subsequent 
expulsion and providing for adjusting the post-implantation 
pressure to promote initiation and maintenance of cellular 
groWth and function. 
The inserted material is pressurized, or at least maintained 

under pressure, by inserting a sealing member into the trans 
vertebral channel that seals the channel against leakage of the 
material. Accordingly, the sealing member may be inserted at 
the end of the implantation to maintain pressure exerted by 
the implantation apparatus, or the sealing member may itself 
exert pressure on the implanted material as it is advanced 
through the transvertebral channel to its ?nal sealing position. 
In one preferred embodiment, the sealing member comprises 
a plug of bone cement folloWed by a mechanical plug that is 
advanced into the channel to exert an appropriate pres sure on 
the material implanted in the central core. The mechanical 
plug may be a conventional surgical bone screW. Altema 
tively, the transvertebral channel may be sealed by a plug of 
bone cement or other biocompatible material folloWed by a 
barbed plug or Wedge forced into the channel to provide the 
requisite intradiscal pressure. As an alternative to the bone 
cement or other biocompatible material, a bolus of material 
can be forced into the channel to pressurize the implant and 
the channel sealed, as above, With a bone screW, barbed plug, 
or the like. In another embodiment, the sealing element may 
be provided by a bone plug and/ or screW or Wedge made of an 
osteoconductive or inductive biomaterial. 
As is Well-knoWn in the art, a conventional bone screW can 

be moved a precise distance axially dependent on the number 
of turns applied to the screW. The advancement per turn can be 
determined by the pitch of the screW. Thus, the use of such a 
screW makes it possible to adjust the pressure Within the 
cavity accurately by advancing the distal end of the screW in 
a precise manner against the implanted biocompatible mate 
rial. Various combinations of screW pitch, length, thread 



US 8,l47,553 B2 
5 

height, and distal end geometries can be selected to achieve 
the sensitivity required per turn and to minimize Wear at the 
implant-screW interface. 

The bone cement used in sealing the transvertebral channel 
may be any conventional biocompatible bone cement. Such 
bone cements include poly(methyl methacrylate), calcium 
phosphate, calcium sulfate, calcium carbonate, hydroxyapa 
tite, and the like. Alternatively, a natural biomaterial can be 
used, such as an autograft, allograft or xenograft. 
An additional embodiment of the method of the invention 

incorporates a vertebroplasty procedure performed after the 
implantation of the biocompatible material replacing or 
supplementing the nucleus. In this alternative embodiment, 
the nuclear region of the disc is accessed by the transosseous 
approach described above, nucleus material is removed, if 
desired, to form a cavity, a biocompatible material is 
implanted to replace or supplement the nucleus, and a rela 
tively small sealing element, such as a small bone screW, is 
?xed in the cortical bone forming the shell of vertebral end 
plate. A substantially conventional vertebroplasty is then per 
formed by making a cavity in the bone behind the screW by 
conventional procedures used in vertebroplasty, and the cav 
ity so formed is ?lled With a conventional biocompatible bone 
?ller. Such a method of nucleus replacement or supplemen 
tation folloWed by vertebroplasty may be desirable to provide 
the bene?ts of nucleus replacement to older patient popula 
tions in Which the strength of the vertebral body has been 
compromised. 

FIGS. 1-6 illustrate the practice of the invention to provide 
a pressurized implant Within the central core of an interver 
tebral disc. FIGS. 1-4 and 6 are side elevational vieWs, in 
partial cross-section, showing the implantation of a relatively 
loW-modulus material into the central core of the interverte 
bral disc. FIG. 5 is a plan cross-sectional vieW, in partial 
cross-section, shoWing the implantation of the implant Within 
the central core of the intervertebral disc. 

FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate schematically one procedure for 
formation of the transvertebral channel. FIG. 1 shoWs, in 
partial cross-section, a spinal motion segment or unit com 
prising a superior vertebra 102, an inferior vertebra 104 With 
an intervertebral disc, indicated generally at 106, having an 
annulus ?brosus 108 and a central core 110 that contains a 
nucleus pulposus. As an indication for the application of the 
method and prosthesis of the invention, the natural nucleus 
pulposus occupying the central core 110 Will have experi 
enced some pathological condition, such as degeneration, 
herniation, or the like, or Will have been entirely or at least 
partially removed because of such a condition. FIG. 1 shoWs 
a ?rst step Wherein the path for the channel is de?ned by 
drilling With a guide Wire 112 from the exterior of the vertebra 
102 to the central core 110. FIG. 2 shoWs a second step 
Wherein the guide Wire 112 is overdrilled With a cannulated 
drill bit 114 to form a channel 116 extending into the central 
core 110. The central core 110 having been thus reached 
through the channel 116, the surgical site for receiving an 
implant is prepared Within the central core 110 by conven 
tional surgical procedures adapted to be conducted through 
the narroW channel 116. Referring to FIGS. 1-4 and 6, and as 
previously mentioned, preferably the channel is drilled 
through the superior or inferior vertebra (shoWn as superior 
vertebra) immediately adjacent to the intervertebral disc into 
Which the implant is to be inserted. More preferably, the 
channel is drilled at a vertical acute angle [3 With respect to the 
endplates through Which the channel is being formed. The 
vertical angle [3 being in a range from about 10° to about 70°, 
preferably from about 35° to about 45°, more preferably 
about 40°. Moreover, as shoWn in FIG. 5, the channel may 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

6 
also be drilled at a lateral angle 0t With respect to the patient’ s 
spinous process. The lateral approach angle 0t being in a range 
from about 20° to about 70°, preferably about 50°. 

FIG. 3 shoWs the next step Wherein a sheath 118 has been 
inserted into the channel 116, and an implant 120 is being 
passed through the sheath 118 into the central core 110. 

FIGS. 4-6 illustrate the pressurization of the implant Within 
the central core 110 of the intervertebral disc. 

FIG. 4 shoWs a lateral cross-sectional vieW of an embodi 
ment of the invention Wherein a ?rst quantity 122 of loW 
modulus material 120, e.g., a hydrogel, has been inserted into 
the central core 110. FIG. 5 shoWs a superior cross-sectional 
plan vieW of the spinal unit of FIG. 4 taken generally along the 
line V-V in FIG. 4. A bone screW 126 has been inserted into 
the channel to complete the insertion of the implant 120 into 
the central core 110 and seal the loW-modulus material 120 
therein under pressure. The bone screW 126 may extend 
entirely through the channel 116, or, as shoWn, it may extend 
into a portion of the channel 1 16 and exert its pres sure through 
a second quantity of biocompatible sealing material 124, 
Which may be, e.g., bone cement or another bolus of loW 
modulus material, remaining Within the channel 116. The 
biocompatible sealing material can include such conven 
tional biomaterials as an autograft, an allograft, or a 
xenograft. 

FIG. 6 is a lateral cross-sectional vieW of another embodi 
ment of the invention shoWing an alternative method of pres 
surizing and sealing the implant 120 Within the central core 
110 by driving an appropriate plug, e.g., a barbed plug 128, 
into the channel 116. Any other suitable plug, e.g., an expand 
able plug, or the like, can be used to seal the channel 116 and 
pressurize the implant 120 Within the central core 110. 
Any biocompatible material may be implanted according 

to the method of the invention. Preferably, the biocompatible 
material used to replace or supplement a degenerated nucleus 
pulposus is a is a loW-modulus material, i.e., a material having 
a compressional modulus in the range from about 10 kPa to 
about 4 MPa, preferably from about 50 kPa to about 1 Mpa, 
and more preferably from about 100 kPa to about 200 kPa. 
The biocompatible loW-modulus material preferably has a 
relatively high Poisson ratio in order to perform its function, 
as discussed beloW. Such a relatively high Poisson ratio is that 
Within a range of about 0.30 to about 0.50, preferably from 
about 0.40 to about 0.50, and more preferably in the range 
from about 0.45 to about 0.50. 
The biocompatible loW-modulus material of the preferred 

embodiment of the invention may have any non-toxic bio 
compatible chemical composition. For example, silicone 
polymers, polyurethanes, and hydrogel materials, may be 
used. Such materials are knoWn for use in implantable pros 
theses, and the practitioner can select a suitable material 
based on its knoWn properties. A preferred loW-modulus, high 
Poisson ratio material for implanting into the central core of 
the annulus ?brosus to replace or supplement the nucleus 
pulposus is a hydrogel such as a poly(vinyl alcohol)-poly 
(vinylpyrrolidone) (PVA-PVP) copolymer or an associating 
polymer blend such as a mixture of poly(vinyl alcohol) and 
poly(vinylpyrrolidone). Such a soft hydrogel, When com 
pressed in one direction, Will expand in directions generally at 
right angles to the direction of compression. This phenom 
enon, knoWn as the Poisson effect, can effectively approxi 
mate the normal pressurization of the healthy liquid-like 
nucleus pressing against the inner Wall of the surrounding 
annulus ?brosus during the various loading situations the disc 
encounters. Any biocompatible hydrogel or other loW-modu 
lus material capable of reproducing this effect is suitable for 
use in the method of the invention. Preferably, the biocom 
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patible loW-modulus material Will have a compressional 
modulus not greater than about 4 Mpa, and Within the range 
de?ned above. Other suitable hydrogel polymers, for 
example, include those disclosed in Ray et al., U.S. Pat. No. 
6,132,465; Ray et al., U.S. Pat. No. 6,602,291; Bao et al, U.S. 
Pat. No. 5,976,186; Bao et al., U.S. Pat. No. 6,280,475; Mar 
colongo et al., U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/111,782 
(European Patent No. 1229873); Stoy, U.S. Pat. No. 6,264, 
495; Husson, U.S. Pat. No. 5,919,235; McGuckin, US Pub 
lished Application No. 2003/0199979; Trieu, U.S. Pat. No. 
6,620,196; Studer, PCT Published Application No. WO03/ 
084444A1 and Us. Published Patent Application No. 2005/ 
0119750; and Breslave et al., French Patent 2712486, the 
entire disclosure of each of Which is incorporated herein by 
reference. 

The hydrogel or other loW-modulus material may be intro 
duced into the central core of the annulus ?brosus in any 
suitable form. A preferred con?guration for the nucleus 
replacement or supplementary material is a thin cylindrical 
shape that can be inserted through a narroW channel less than 
5 mm in diameter, such as a small hole drilled in an adjacent 
vertebra. Alternative preferred shapes for the inserted loW 
modulus material include a generally spherical shape or an 
ellipsoidal shape that can be inserted through a narroW chan 
nel, preferably less than about 5 mm in diameter. Curable 
materials that are introduced into the region of the nucleus 
pulposus and cure therein to form a loW-modulus material are 
also implantable by the process of the invention, as Well as 
associating polymers of the type disclosed in Marcolongo et 
al., U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/111,782, referenced 
above. 

The practice of the invention Will be illustrated by the 
folloWing example, Which is intended to be illustrative and 
not limiting. 

EXAMPLE 

This example illustrates ?lling of a nucleus pulposus cavity 
in a spinal motion segment by the process of the invention. 
Various studies by the inventors have described the Poisson 
effect in a hydrogel and its usefulness in approximating the 
normal synergistic mechanical properties of the nucleus in 
interaction With the annulus. In order to achieve appropriate 
mechanical properties, proper ?lling of the disc core volume 
is essential. 
A ?exibility experiment Was conducted by performing the 

process of the invention for replacing the nucleus pulposus. 
The ?exibility of the spinal motion segment or unit Was 
measured at various steps in the procedure in order to illus 
trate the simulated degeneration and restoration of the 
nucleus. An appropriate specimen of an L4/L5 spinal motion 
segment Was selected, including the L4 and L5 lumbar ver 
tebrae and the intervertebral disc therebetWeen With intact 
annulus ?brosus and nucleus pulposus. The selected speci 
men had an essentially normal nucleus pulposus. The speci 
men Was subjected to measurement of ?exibility at four 
stages before, during, and after the nucleus replacement pro 
cedure by conducting a simulated ?exion-extension series 
using pure moments. The torque required for a range of 
de?ned angles of ?exion and extension Was determined. The 
results are presented in the chart in FIG. 7, Which shoWs 
torque v. degrees of rotation in ?exion and extension. 

The ?rst of the four ?exion-extension series Was conducted 
on the intact healthy disc; the results are shoWn in Curve 1. 
The nucleus Was then removed by a generally conventional 
procedure in Which a trephine of suitable siZe is used to form 
an axial aperture in one of the adjacent vertebrae by removing 
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a plug of bone, the nucleus is removed through the aperture so 
created, and the plug of bone is then reinserted and cemented 
in position to substantially restore the vertebral structure. 
Such a procedure is substantially similar to methods 
described by J oshi et al., Journal of Biomedical Engineering, 
June 2005, Vol 127; p 536-540, the entire disclosure ofWhich 
is incorporated herein by reference. The specimen Was then 
tested through the same applied moments. Accordingly, the 
second series simulates a severely degraded nucleus; the 
results are as shoWn in Curve 2. An access channel Was then 
drilled through the upper vertebra of the specimen spinal 
motion unit and the specimen Was implanted With a hydrogel 
implant in tWo stages. In the ?rst stage the specimen Was 
implanted With a hydrogel implant prepared as a thin string 
(diameter about 3 mm) inserted through a sheath inserted in 
the drilled channel in an amount that partially ?lled the vol 
ume left by the removal of the nucleus pulposus. The hydro 
gel Was prepared according to the teachings of Marcolongo et 
al., U.S. Published Patent Application No. 2004/ 0220296. 
The partially restored spinal motion segment, thereby simu 
lated a someWhat degenerated nucleus or a nucleus replaced 
Without pressurization. When the spinal motion segment so 
restored Was tested, a movement toWards normal physiologic 
values over the range of motion Was found, as shoWn in Curve 
3. Finally, When the specimen Was fully implanted With the 
hydrogel and the core Was completely ?lled and pressurized, 
by inserting a bone screW according to the invention, close to 
full restoration of the disc mechanics Was found, as shoWn in 
Curve 4. 
The invention having noW been described in terms of cer 

tain preferred embodiments it Will be understood that modi 
?cations and changes can be made thereto Without departing 
from the spirit and character thereof. 
We claim: 
1. A method for replacing or supplementing an interverte 

bral disc located betWeen endplates of adjacent superior and 
inferior vertebral bodies, the endplates of the vertebral bodies 
each de?ning a longitudinal axis, the method comprising the 
steps of: 

(a) forming a channel through one of the superior and 
inferior vertebral bodies adjacent to the intervertebral 
disc, the channel extending from an exterior surface of 
the vertebral body to the intervertebral disc, the channel 
having a longitudinal axis de?ning a vertical approach 
angle With respect to the longitudinal axis of the end 
plate of the vertebral body through Which the channel is 
formed, the vertical approach angle being in a range 
from about 10° to about 70°; 

(b) introducing a biocompatible material through the chan 
nel into the intervertebral disc; and 

(c) sealing the channel With a plug. 
2. The method of claim 1, Wherein the vertical approach 

angle is in a range from about 35° to about 45°. 
3. The method of claim 1, Wherein the vertical approach 

angle is about 40°. 
4. The method of claim 1, Wherein the longitudinal axis of 

the channel forms a lateral approach angle With respect to a 
spinous process plane of the adjacent superior and inferior 
vertebral bodies, the lateral approach angle being in a range 
from about 20° to about 70°. 

5. The method of claim 4, Wherein the lateral approach 
angle is about 50°. 

6. The method of claim 1, Wherein the plug is constructed 
of a biocompatible sealing material. 

7. The method of claim 6, Wherein the biocompatible seal 
ing material is selected from the group consisting of a bone 
cement, an autograft, an allograft, and a xenograft. 
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8. The method of claim 7, wherein the bone cement is 
selected from the group consisting of poly(methylmethacry 
late), calcium phosphate, calcium sulfate, calcium carbonate, 
and hydroxyapatite. 

9. The method of claim 1, Wherein the plug is comprised of 
a biocompatible sealing material and a mechanical plug. 

10. The method of claim 9, Wherein the mechanical plug is 
selected from the group consisting of a bone screW and a 
barbed plug. 

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of: 
(d) inserting a predetermined quantity of a generally 

incompressible material in the channel betWeen the bio 
compatible material and the plug. 

12. The method of claim 11, Wherein the generally incom 
pressible material is selected from the group consisting of a 
bone cement, an autograft, an allograft, and a xenograft. 

13. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of: 
(d) exerting pressure on the biocompatible material 

through the channel before sealing the channel. 
14. The method of claim 13, Wherein the biocompatible 

material in step (d) is pressurized by inserting a bone screW or 
a barbed plug into the channel. 

15. The method of claim 1, Wherein the biocompatible 
material has a compressional modulus not greater than about 
4 Mpa. 

16. The method of claim 1, Wherein the biocompatible 
material has a Poisson ratio in a range of from about 0.30 to 
0.50. 

17. The method of claim 1, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is a hydrogel. 

18. The method of claim 17, Wherein the hydrogel is a thin 
string. 

19. The method of claim 1, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is selected from the group consisting of a polyure 
thane and a silicone. 

20. The method of claim 1 further comprising: 
(a) forming an access space to from the posterior side of the 

spine to the pedicle region of one of the adjacent superior 
and inferior vertebral bodies. 

21. The method of claim 20 Wherein the channel is formed 
from the exterior surface in the vertebral bodies in the pedicle 
region of the vertebral body. 

22. The method of claim 1, Wherein the channel is formed 
through the superior vertebrae. 

23. The method of claim 22, Wherein the access space is 
formed from the posterior side of the spine. 

24. The method of claim 23, Wherein the channel is formed 
from the exterior surface of the pedicle region of the superior 
vertebral body. 

25. The method of claim 1, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is inserted into the channel at its entrance into the 
superior vertebral body. 

26. The method of claim 1, Wherein the channel is straight. 
27. The method for replacing or supplementing a nucleus 

pulposus in an intervertebral disc having an annulus ?brosus 
surrounding a nucleus pulposus, the intervertebral disc being 
located betWeen endplates of adjacent superior and inferior 
vertebral bodies, the endplates of the vertebral bodies each 
de?ning a longitudinal axis, the method comprising the steps 
of: 

(a) forming a channel through one of the superior and 
inferior vertebral bodies adjacent to the intervertebral 
disc, the channel extending from an exterior surface of 
the vertebral body to the nucleus pulpous, the channel 
having a longitudinal axis de?ning a vertical approach 
angle With respect to the longitudinal axis of the end 
plate of the vertebra through Which the channel is 
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formed, the vertical approach angle being about 40°, the 
longitudinal axis of the channel forms a lateral approach 
angle With respect to a spinous process plane of the 
adjacent vertebral bodies, the lateral approach angle 
being about 50°; 

(b) introducing an amount of biocompatible material 
through the channel into the annulus ?brosus; and 

(c) sealing the channel With a plug. 
28. The method of claim 27 Wherein the channel extends 

from an exterior surface of the vertebral body in the region 
Where the intervertebral disc does not contact the vertebral 
body to the nucleous pulposus in the intervertebral disc. 

29. The method of claim 27, Wherein the channel is formed 
from the exterior surface in the vertebral bodies in the pedicle 
region of the vertebral body. 

30. The method of claim 27 Wherein the channel is formed 
through the superior vertebrae. 

31. The method of claim 30, Wherein the access space is 
formed from the posterior side of the spine. 

32. The method of claim 31, Wherein the channel is formed 
from the exterior surface of the pedicle region of the superior 
vertebral body. 

33. The method of claim 27, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is inserted into the channel at its entrance into the 
superior vertebral body. 

34. The method of claim 27, Wherein the channel is 
straight. 

35. A method for repairing an intervertebral disc located 
betWeen endplates of adjacent superior and inferior vertebral 
bodies, the endplates of the vertebral bodies each de?ning a 
longitudinal axis, the method comprising the steps of: 

(a) forming a channel through the superior vertebral body 
adjacent to the intervertebral disc, the channel extending 
from an exterior surface of the posterior or posteriori 
lateral side of the superior vertebral body doWn to the 
intervertebral disc, the channel having a longitudinal 
axis de?ning a vertical approach angle With respect to 
the longitudinal axis of the endplate of the vertebral 
body through Which the channel is formed, the vertical 
approach angle being in a range from about 10° to about 
70°; 

(b) introducing a biocompatible material through the chan 
nel into the intervertebral disc; and 

(c) sealing the channel With a plug. 
36. The method of claim 35, Wherein the vertical approach 

angle is in a range from about 35° to about 45°. 
37. The method of claim 35, Wherein the vertical approach 

angle is about 40°. 
38. The method of claim 35, Wherein the longitudinal axis 

of the channel forms a lateral approach angle With respect to 
a spinous process plane of the adjacent superior and inferior 
vertebral bodies, the lateral approach angle being in a range 
from about 20° to about 70°. 

39. The method of claim 35, Wherein the lateral approach 
angle is about 50°. 

40. The method of claim 35, Wherein the plug is con 
structed of a biocompatible sealing material. 

41. The method of claim 40, Wherein the biocompatible 
sealing material is selected from the group consisting of a 
bone cement, an autograft, an allograft, and a xenograft. 

42. The method of claim 41, Wherein the bone cement is 
selected from the group consisting of poly(methylmethacry 
late), calcium phosphate, calcium sulfate, calcium carbonate, 
and hydroxyapatite. 

43. The method of claim 35, Wherein the plug is comprised 
of a biocompatible sealing material and a mechanical plug. 
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44. The method of claim 43, wherein the mechanical plug 
is selected from the group consisting of a bone screW and a 
barbed plug. 

45. The method of claim 35, further comprising the step of: 
(d) inserting a predetermined quantity of a generally 

incompressible material in the channel betWeen the bio 
compatible material and the plug. 

46. The method of claim 35, further comprising the step of: 
(d) exerting pressure on the biocompatible material 

through the channel before sealing the channel. 
47. The method of claim 46, Wherein the biocompatible 

material in step (d) is pressurized by inserting a bone screW or 
a barbed plug into the channel. 

12 
48. The method of claim 35, Wherein the biocompatible 

material has a compression modulus not greater than about 4 
Mpa. 

49. The method of claim 35, Wherein the biocompatible 
material has a Poisson ratio in a range of from about 0.30 to 
0.50. 

50. The method of claim 35, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is a hydrogel. 

51. The method of claim 35, Wherein the biocompatible 
material is selected from the group consisting of a polyure 
thane and a silicone. 


